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and engenders a sense of ownership amongst the community toward 
ecotourism.’13
2 The role of local communities
The underpinning of the important position of local communities is in sharp 
contrast with earlier opinions on ecotourism partnerships as expressed by 
international organizations such as the World Travel & Tourism Council, the 
World Tourism Organization and the Earth Council in their collective response 
to Agenda 21 in the early 1990s. Partnerships to develop sustainable tourism 
were primarily considered to link government departments, national tourism 
authorities and the private sector to facilitate information exchange, to 
help the industry to adopt more sustainable procedures to operate in 
an environmentally responsible manner, and to encourage responsible 
entrepreneurship. In those days, communities were mostly ignored as active 
stakeholders.
This situation has since changed drastically. Africa has witnessed a boom in 
community-based tourism enterprises since the early 1990s.14 These private-
community partnerships in wildlife-based tourism have emerged in the wake 
of the realization that the future of national parks depends upon continued 
access of game to neighbouring dispersal areas. 15 16 As a result, the role of 
local communities has obtained a more pronounced position. 
Community-based conservation would, according to the Kenya Wildlife 
Service (KWS), change the top-down nature-conservation policy by 
emphasizing the position of those people who bear the costs.17 18 The idea 
of channelling some of the financial benefits gained from wildlife-based 
tourism in the direction of local communities is laudable. Unfortunately, 
13 E. Watkin, The Evolution of Ecotourism in East Africa: From an Idea to an Industry – Summary 
of the Proceedings of the East African Regional Conference on Ecotourism Organised by the 
African Conservation Centre, 19-23 March 2002, Nairobi, Kenya, IIED Wildlife and Development 
Series No. 15, 16-19, (June 2003).
14 See, for example, SNV Netherlands Development Organization, ‘Cultural Tourism in Tanzania 
– Experiences of a Tourism Development Project’, (1999); D. Hulme & M. Murphree (eds), 
‘African Wildlife & Livelihoods – The Promise & Performance of Community Conservation’, 
(2001); D. Roe, M. Grieg-Can & W. Schalken, Getting the Lion’s Share from Tourism: Private 
Sector-Community Partnerships in Namibia, Volume II, Practical Action: Guidelines for 
the Development of Private Sector-Community Partnerships, IIED Poverty, Inequality and 
Environment Series No. 1, (2001). 
15 The dispersal areas are increasingly becoming less accessible due to population growth, new 
economic activities such as irrigated and rain-fed agriculture and, finally, changes in land 
tenure, i.e., subdivision of communal group land into individual ownership whereby fences 
hamper wildlife migration patterns.
16 M. Rutten, Selling Wealth to Buy Poverty – The Process of Individualisation of Landownership 
Among the Maasai Pastoralists of Kajiado District Kenya, 1890-1990 (1992). 
17 D. Western & R. Wright (eds) Natural Connections – Perspectives in Community-Based 
Conservation (1994).
18 The Selengei case is proof that ‘community-based management’ is a tricky concept. In this 
case, the initiative to develop the sanctuary actually came from a foreign tour operator. The 
company choose the location, size and conditions (the registration of the area, no dwellings 
and cattle in certain areas) that rule the use of the area.
Ecotourism init iat ives in  the East  Afr ican 
Region
By Marcel Rutten, African Studies Centre, University of Leiden
1 Introduction
The year 2002 was declared the International Year of Ecotourism. The final 
declaration of the World Ecotourism Summit reads as follows: ‘Tourism (…) 
can bring both benefits and costs to the environment and local communities 
(…) ecotourism should contribute to make the overall tourism industry more 
sustainable, by increasing economic and social benefits for host communities, 
actively contributing to the conservation of natural resources.’ 
As a follow-up, the Cairns Charter on Partnerships for Ecotourism was 
launched in Australia in October 2002. To be successful, ecotourism partners 
should:
• enter into partnerships voluntarily;
• respect each partner’s aspirations and accommodate each partner’s 
operational requirements, including respect for social and cultural values;
• work together to ensure partnerships benefit natural areas in which 
ecotourism occurs;
• commit to collaborate, share knowledge and adapt individual goals and 
objectives for the good of the partnership;
• actively participate in partnership activities and establish regular, clear 
and open communication strategies;
• establish equitable access for all parties to expertise and resources 
necessary to become full participants in the partnership;
• value each party’s contributions to the partnership – acknowledging 
traditional inputs such as financial capital; and less tangible factors, such 
as intellectual property; and
• work together in a transparent planning process to define milestones, 
monitor performance and periodically re-evaluate goals and objectives, as 
a flexible response to the dynamic nature of partnerships.12 
A preceding Regional Conference on Ecotourism in the East African Region in 
Nairobi in March 2002 discussed each partner’s role in detail. It concluded 
that there was above all, ‘the need for all partners to realize that communities 
would require a significant amount of time to understand, at a society level, 
the philosophy underpinning ecotourism’. And ‘… to be successful, all of the 
aspects above must be developed with the full involvement of the community. 
Adopting this “bottom-up” approach creates awareness, enhances skills 
12 See ‘Cairns Charter on Partnerships for Ecotourism and Action Plan’ at http://www.uneptie.
org/pc/tourism/ecotourism/cairns_charter.htm.
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mainly due to the high production costs incurred in the setting up and 
operating activities of the tourism projects.24 The net outcome was an annual 
loss of US$ 22,600.25 KWS and other organizations have put a great deal of 
effort into making the Kimana Community Wildlife Sanctuary a success story. 
However, the KWS organizational set-up that accompanied the development 
of Kimana as a sustainable tourist attraction benefiting all members of the 
community was seriously insufficient.
In 1997, a 15 year lease agreement was signed between Eselenkei group 
ranch and Porini Ecotourism Ltd for the Eselenkei Conservation Area. It was 
agreed that a parcel of land measuring about 7,000 ha would be set aside as 
a wildlife conservation area. Within this area, 40 acres would be leased to 
develop a 60-bed lodge, camp sites, game-viewing points and other facilities. 
The lodge was never built, thus removing the main source of income. Instead 
a few tents were erected allowing for 8 visitors. In latter years, capacity 
was slightly raised by putting up mobile tents. In Selengei, the group-ranch 
officials did consult their members in a more transparent way, but the tour 
operator did not show much respect for the Selengei Maasai traditions 
of consensual and democratic decision-making processes by imposing 
unrealistic deadlines, and even burning Maasai huts. By contrast, in the local 
and international press, the Selengei Maasai were praised for ‘their’ initiative 
that would finally bring them financial benefits. Even this claim can be 
challenged as the contract leaves doubts about the real profits to be made by 
the Selengei Maasai. A maximum of US$ 5 per inhabitant (US$ 30 per family) 
per year could be expected. The KWS failed to support the Maasai of Selengei 
at the crucial moment when it was negotiating a contract with the foreign tour 
operator. 
4 Ecotourism, economy and ecology
To ensure long-term success, an ecotourism project must be commercially 
viable.26 This calls for a clear product, good management and marketing 
strategies, and profitability among other factors. The core of the problem that 
has led to many of the troubles both in Kimana and Selengei was that the tour 
operators involved were not genuinely motivated to develop the sanctuary 
for the benefit of the local people. Their primary goal is to make a profit: 
investments have to be recovered. Yet in a partnership, costs, risks and profits 
24 Production costs are land opportunity costs, direct management costs and fence maintenance. 
Also transaction costs, i.e. costs of participation added to the outflow of capital. In contrast, 
the inflow of capital as a result of the partnership was made up of revenue (entrance fees from 
tourists), savings on security costs and those made due to reduced crop losses (J. Mburu, 
R. Birner & M. Zeller, ‘Relative Importance and Determinants of Landowners’ Transaction 
Costs in Collaborative Wildlife Management in Kenya: An Empirical Analysis’, 45, 1 Ecological 
Economics 59-73 (2003).
25 Mburu did not take into account the land rent of about US$ 9,000 reducing the loss to about 
US$ 13,000. 
26 J. Grieves-Cook, ‘The Business of Ecotourism’. Paper presented at the Walking the Ecopath 
Conference, 20-23 March 2002, Nairobi (2002).
the ‘Parks beyond Parks’ approach is a rather top-down approach ‘invented’ 
at KWS headquarters. Its reliance on the private sector for implementing 
wildlife-tourism contracts is particularly questionable, especially so when 
this sector invests money from nature-conservation organizations or operates 
mainly through donations from rich, individual, wildlife enthusiasts. However, 
the initiatives originate mostly from outside the local community and this 
should at least raise questions about the term ‘community-based’. Two cases 
of collaboration between a local community and a private company in the 
wildlife-based tourism sector will be discussed, i.e., the Kimana Community 
Wildlife Sanctuary and the Eselenkei Conservation Area, both located in 
Southern Kenya.
3 Land use policies
In October 1994, the Kimana-Tikondo Group Ranch, assisted by the KWS 
Community Warden, proposed establishing a wildlife sanctuary within their 
area.19 20 The proposal was accepted in 1995 when the elders were convinced 
that the KWS had no designs on their land. KWS carried out an Environmental 
Impact Assessment to help decide whether the proposed sanctuary was 
the best land use option. The report did not come up with a firm conclusion 
but stated that ‘if the proposed sanctuary proves to be the most rewarding 
as opposed to cultivation, Maasais will no doubt discourage cultivation.’21 
However, it did foresee environmental degradation. The drying-up of the 
swamp as a result of irrigation practices upstream was mentioned as a major 
threat to the future of the Kimana area. It also predicted competition for 
and even conflicts over resources between wildlife, livestock keeping and 
cultivation. Damage done by elephants in agricultural areas and the killing 
of humans were especially mentioned. The European Union donated money 
for a 61-km game-proof electric fence, which was put up in 1997. However, 
the wildlife is now forced to take other migratory routes, trespassing on 
neighbouring group ranches. In addition, the fence blocks the movement of 
livestock, which adds to the problems and conflicts between group ranches as 
well as between cultivators and pastoralists.22
In 2000, Kimana earned some US$ 50,000 from bed-night and rental fees.23 
Mburu conducted a financial cost-benefit analysis of the Kimana Community 
Wildlife Sanctuary from the perspective of the Maasai landowners. It 
concluded that the partnership was not profitable for the Kimana landowners, 
19 H.-P. Knegt, ‘Whose (Wild)life? Local Participation in Wildlife-Based Tourism Related Activities 
under the Kenya Wildlife Service’s Partnership Programme MA Thesis Nijmegen (1998).
20 According to Knegt (id. at 90), the group-ranch committee discussed the idea of establishing a 
sanctuary initially with the Wildlife Conservation International (WCI) which was later renamed 
ACC.
21 B. Irigia, ‘Environmental Impact Assessment of the Proposed Kimana Wildlife Sanctuary’, 
Community Wildlife Service, KWS, Nairobi 28 (1995).
22 W. Buysrogge ‘Sustainable Safaris? Participation of Maasai in Tourism Development on Kimana 
Group Ranch, Adjacent Amboseli National Park.’ MSc Thesis Wageningen (2001).
23 E. Muthiani ‘Wildlife Utilization for Community Benefit. (2001).
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5 Conclusions
There are important lessons to be learned from the Kimana and Selengei case 
studies for the development of true and honest community-based ecotourism 
projects in Kenya and in other developing countries. Recognizing that each 
and every situation has its own peculiarities, there are a number of ‘generic’ 
factors for ‘success’ and ‘failure’.
• Communities that take an interest in wildlife-based tourism should 
preferably do so on their own initiative rather than having it imposed from 
outside. First and foremost, communities should understand the (hidden) 
costs and potential benefits of ecotourism. 
• Communities should preferably finance and build basic facilities and 
infrastructure themselves. An alternative approach is that money earned 
from the partnership is re-invested making the community the majority 
shareholder in the venture in the end.
• Nature-conservation organizations are not necessarily the best partners. 
A better option might be collaboration with development-oriented NGOs 
that have gained experience in the field of tourism. Other support could 
be provided through local networks as developed in Botswana, Namibia 
and recently also in Kenya. The Kenya Community-Based Tourism Network 
(KECOBAT) has brought together over fifty grass-roots organizations. Its 
objective is to mobilise their capacities. In so doing, the communities 
should become actors rather than just passive subjects in the tourism 
industry. 
• The establishment of any agreement between a community and a tour 
operator should guarantee a fair deal for both parties and stipulate a 
number of crucial elements such as payments, terms, conflict resolution, 
and environmental and socio-economic aspects.28 
• Transparency may be the most important key to lasting success. 
Commercial partners have a role to play in this respect as well. In 
addition, local communities should address the concerns of tour 
companies, especially security problems and ill-defined institutional 
arrangements on group ranches, regarding such partnerships.
• Finally, tourists should be better informed about the way in which local 
communities are involved in the development and management of a 
tourist attraction.
28 See also L. Johnston & E. Dannemaier ‘Kenya’s Wildlife Easements: A Review of Wildlife-Based 
Sustainable Use Agreements in Kenya’s Samburu District’, mimeo USAID (1997).
need to be shared in a transparent and fair way. This is where problems 
arise. Some commercial partners invest their own capital, while many others, 
especially in wildlife-based tourism ventures, seek support capital from 
wildlife organisations or other donors to finance basic infrastructure. For the 
international wildlife community as well, the main interest is to safeguard 
the habitat and well-being of game. They are less interested in improving the 
economic situation of local people. Even worse, people and their economic 
activities are often perceived as a threat to wildlife due to their competitive 
demands for land, and through poaching. Also costs incurred by local 
communities are often not fully accounted for. Moreover, the distribution of 
costs and returns within the community often results in some stakeholders 
enjoying huge returns (mostly the private partner and some elite persons 
within the community), whereas others hardly receive any financial benefit 
in return for the loss of their resources. This puts a strain on social relations 
within the community.
Are Selengei and Kimana special cases and, as such, unrepresentative of 
other ecotourism initiatives in Maasailand? Perhaps, yet there are a number 
of other initiatives that have failed either from the start or after being 
operational for a period of time. In some cases, locals have protested against 
secret deals made between a foreign tour operator and group-ranch officials. 
In April 2003, Maasai warriors set fire to and destroyed construction work 
in Risa Camp on the Olgulului/Ololorashi group ranch. Problems have also 
been experienced in Elangata Wuas group ranch and in neighbouring Narok 
District in the Loita Division. Some slightly more successful ecotourism 
projects are ongoing on Mbirikani Group Ranch (Chyulu Hills-Ol Doinyo Wuas 
campsite) and Shompole Group Ranch (i.e. Maa O’Leng partnership). These 
endeavours are backed by strong commercial partners that seem to be taking 
a more genuine interest in the well-being of the wider community, although 
safeguarding the interests of wild animals and business profits clearly 
come first. This mixed approach has somehow resulted in a wider sharing of 
benefits from these initiatives through better financial arrangements, through 
community projects, and through better livestock-damage compensation 
schemes.
The cases presented fit the argument by Gibson that ‘wildlife policies (...) 
do not necessarily protect animals; in fact, many policies generated poor 
conservation results in Zambia, Kenya and Zimbabwe. Rather, wildlife 
policies and their outcomes reflect attempts by individuals to gain private 
advantage.’27 The world still expects African landowners to accept the costs of 
safeguarding the world heritage of wild animals in a global economic setting 
that is denying a future to too many Africans. Safeguarding animal welfare 
at the expense of local human beings will in the long run be the road to 
extinction for these very same animals.
27 C. Gibson, Politicians and Poachers: The Political Economy of Wildlife Policy in Africa 3 (1999).
